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Highlights of an April 1 interview by the Agence France-Presse in Santiago, Chile, with Argentine
economist Victor Tokman on Latin American unemployment are summarized below. At the time,
Tokman was preparing to leave Santiago to assume the directorship of the International Labor
Organization's (ILO) World Employment Program. For the past 15 years, he headed the ILO's
Regional Employment Program for Latin America and the Caribbean (REPLAC), headquartered in
the Chilean capital. Tokman's first comments concerned the impossibility of maintaining economic
models in Latin America (or elsewhere) which are grounded on high social costs. Unemployment
is the most obvious "social cost," he said, and is at the root of many others, including adult and
juvenile crime, a variety of mental disorders, and drug and alcohol abuse. Between 1980 and 1985,
the number of unemployed Latin Americans doubled. In 1985, 9 million persons were defined as
unemployed in a total labor force of between 70 and 80 million. Tokman pointed out that when
one adds the families of the unemployed, unemployment affects more than 50 million people.
On regional unemployment rates, Tokman provided the following statistics: 1981, 6 to 7%; 1982,
8%; 1983-1985, up to 11%. Tokman emphasized that unemployment in Latin America is seriously
underestimated. For instance, he said, compare European and Latin American measurement
standards. In Europe, a working age individual who has not succeeded in obtaining his/her first job,
is defined as unemployed. Latin American governments, in contrast, do not count as unemployed
the large numbers of young persons unsuccessfully seeking their first jobs. Only those who have
lost jobs are counted. Another aspect of this problem, said Tokman, is the so-called informal sector,
which in reality contains millions of underemployed persons who do not enter into government
estimates of unemployment. The vast majority, he said, earn subsistence or below subsistence
incomes. Consider also, said Tokman, the millions who barely eke out a living on tiny plots of land,
and the millions of landless agricultural workers who are employed for only a few months every
year. Peasants on smallholdings are not defined as unemployed, of course, nor are most of the
landless workers who may be working when statistics for unemployment rate computation are being
collected.
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